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The murder of prominent human-rights attorney Digna Ochoa y Placido has raised some questions
about President Vicente Fox Quesada's commitment to reverse Mexico's extremely poor record
of human-rights violations. Ochoa, who was affiliated with the Jesuit-run Centro de Derechos
Humanos Miguel Agustin Pro Derechos Humanos (PRODH), was killed by unknown assailants
at her home in Mexico City in late October. A note found next to Ochoa's body threatened other
PRODH members with death if they continued their work.
"This act was a clear aggression against the entire human rights community," PRODH director
Rev. Edgar Cortez said of Ochoa's death and the accompanying note. Ochoa defended anti-logging
activists in Guerrero Over the years Ochoa who received the Enduring Spirit Award from Amnesty
International in 2000 has taken on several cases involving human-rights violations in Mexico,
including those involving sympathizers of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) in
Chiapas state and the Ejercito Popular Revolucionario (EPR) in Guerrero state.
Ochoa's most prominent role has been as legal representative for Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro
Cabrera, two environmental activists who launched a campaign to stop multinational corporations
from conducting logging operations in Guerrero state forests.
The two campesino leaders were arrested in 1999 on fabricated drug charges (see SourceMex,
2000-04-02).
Human-rights organizations have asked the Fox government to intervene more forcefully to
resolve the Montiel and Cabrera case. In February of this year, Fox ordered the Secretaria de
Gobernacion (SEGOB) to conduct a full review of the case to determine whether the two campesino
environmentalists were being held unjustly (see SourceMex, 2001-01-24). SEGOB has not issued any
statements on the case since the review was ordered.
A Mexican appeals court, in the meantime, upheld the drugs and weapons charges originally
presented against the two campesino environmental activists in August 2000. Ochoa had been
providing some assistance with appeals filed by Montiel and Cabrera, but was not the principal
attorney in the case. In fact, PRODH sources said she did not have any specific clients at the time of
her murder.

Paramilitary groups suspected in murder
Ochoa had reason to fear for her life, having received several death threats over the years and
surviving an assassination attempt in 1999. "The general atmosphere of threats and violence has
never been quashed," said Cortez, a Jesuit priest. "Digna's murder is only the most heinous in a
series of troubling incidents."
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Spokespersons for human-rights organizations have accused paramilitary groups, supported by
the Mexican military, of murdering Ochoa and threatening other human-rights activists. PRODH
has asked that a special prosecutor, and not the Procuraduria General de la Republica (PGR),
investigate the case because Attorney General Rafael Macedo de la Concha is a former military
prosecutor. Several groups including the PRODH, the Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray Francisco
de Victoria, the Academia Mexicana de Derechos Humanos, and the Comision Mexicana de Defensa
y Promocion de los Derechos Humanos have asked that Attorney General Macedo be called to
testify on the case and that all results of the investigation be made available to the public.
Some military officials challenged PRODH and other groups to offer proof that the military was
involved in Ochoa's death. "It's a pity that these accusations were made without proof," said retired
Gen. Luis Garfias Magana.

Administration urged to solve case quickly
While the Fox administration is not implicated directly in the assassination, human-rights
organizations have faulted the president for failing to prevent the murder and to pursue the case
more vigorously. After more than a week of investigations, authorities were not able to identify
suspects in the killing and acknowledged that leads were scarce. This prompted human-rights
organizations to accuse the government of not wanting to solve the case.
The Fox government has also come under considerable international pressure for allowing the
assassination of Ochoa. Among those calling on the Mexican government to step up its efforts
to solve the case is Mary Robinson, the UN's High Commissioner for Human Rights. "The
assassination is even more tragic because it threatens the spark of hope that had risen recently in the
country that intimidation and harassment of human rights defenders were finally being addressed
seriously," Robinson's office said in a statement.
In addition, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IAHCR), has directed Mexico to
investigate Ochoa's death and to provide increased security for other human-rights activists. The
IAHCR, a division of the Organization of American States (OAS), has scheduled a special session for
Nov. 16 to review the Ochoa case.
The criticisms of Fox have begun to worry the administration. In an attempt to clean up its public
image, the administration placed full-page advertisements reiterating its commitment to solve
Ochoa's murder. "The federal government and civil organizations will move the whole human rights
agenda of this country forward, but especially the investigation of this crime," the advertisement
said.
Mariclaire Acosta, deputy foreign relations secretary for human rights, raised the same concerns
in a press conference. "This is a very serious problem that could undermine the credibility of the
government," said Acosta. "If the investigations now don't come up with anything conclusive, that
credibility could be destroyed. Indeed, Fox made very public commitments to protect human rights
during his campaign for the presidency and since taking office in December 2000. He pledged before
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the IACHR in February to resolve all pending cases of human rights violations, a promise he has
failed to keep.
Mexican human-rights groups also contend that Fox has reneged on pledges to create a truth
commission to investigate the worst abuses of the long-governing Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI), including a student massacre in 1968 and the disappearances of hundreds of
suspected guerrillas during the 1970s. They say the president also ignored pleas from humanrights activists to strengthen divisions between military and civilian law enforcement by appointing
Mexico's top military prosecutor as attorney general.

Federal, Mexico City governments trade blame
In the meantime, the Fox administration and the administration of Mexico City Mayor Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador are accusing each other of failing to take proper action when recent threats
against Ochoa first surfaced. "This is a homicide, one more that has occurred in Mexico City, and
it is the responsibility of the city's government and its prosecutors to make investigations and
accusations," Fox said at a press conference.
But Pilar Noriega, a member of the Mexico City human rights commission (Comision de Derechos
Humanos del Distrito Federal) said the PGR, which had been aware of the death threats against
Ochoa, failed to follow through on its investigations. "If Digna was murdered, it was because the
proper authorities failed to fully investigate the threats against her and other the members of the
Centro de Derechos Humanos Miguel Agustin Pro", said Noriega, who had collaborated with Ochoa
on several cases since 1994.
Despite the acrimony, however, the Mexico City attorney general's office (Procuraduria General
de Justicia del Distrito Federal, PGJDF) said several federal and city units, including the national
security agency (Centro de Investigacion y Seguridad Nacional, CISEN), are collaborating on the
investigation. (Sources: Excelsior, 02/27/01; El Economista, 03/06/01; Los Angeles Times, 10/21/01;
The Washington Post, 10/21/01, 10/27/01; Associated Press, 07/18/01, 10/20/01, 10/22/01, 10/24/01,
10/26/01, 10/28/01; The New York Times, 10/22/01, 10/28/01; Proceso, 10/28/01; Reuters, 07/17/01,
07/18/01, 10/20-28/01, 10/30/01; CNI en Linea, 07/17/01, 07/18/01, 10/23-25/01, 10/27/01, 10/29/01,
10/30/01; Notimex, 10/21-25/01, 10/29/01, 10/30/01; El Universal, 10/23-26/01, 10/29/01, 10/30/01;
El Financiero, 10/23/01, 10/25/01, 10/30/01; The News, 10/22/01, 10/26/01, 10/30/01, 10/31/01; La
Cronica de Hoy, 10/22-24/01, 10/26/01, 10/29-31/01; Novedades, 10/22-26/01, 10/29-31/01; La Jornada,
10/22-26/01, 10/29-31/01; Reforma, 10/23/01, 10/24/01, 10/26/01, 10/29/01, 10/31/01; Milenio Diario,
10/23-26/01, 10/29/01, 10/31/01)
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